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Extended Stay America: 
 HR Successes Amidst the COVID-19 Pandemic 
By: Leora Lanz, ISHC, Suzanne Bagnera, PhD, Maura Feltault, CHIA 
 
The year 2020 will always be known as an incredibly challenging year for companies and 
individuals around the world. As of September 11, 2020, there were over 28 million confirmed cases of 
COVID-19 globally and more than six million in the United States alone.1 2 This pandemic affected every 
individual’s way of life in some way or another, and most companies had to make tough decisions along 
the way to remain in operation. While all industries had their hurdles to overcome, the hospitality industry 
was hit particularly hard from the start. Companies suspended business travel for their associates; 
meetings and conventions were canceled; and transient business seemed to evaporate overnight as states 
and countries imposed travel restrictions and closed borders in an attempt to limit the spread of the virus. 
However, despite all of these challenges, one U.S.-based hotel company managed the first few months of 
the pandemic (March to June 2020 and beyond) relatively unscathed from a human resources perspective. 
While individual hotel properties and hotel brands all across the country closed their doors and 
furloughed employees, Extended Stay America (ESA) managed to keep all 634 locations open for 
business and all hotel and corporate staff on the payroll.3  Competitors such as Marriott International, on 
the other hand, announced in March that they were furloughing approximately two-thirds of their 174,000 
employees.4 Additionally, Hilton laid off nearly 22% of their global corporate workers, which resulted in 
nearly 2,100 people losing their jobs.5 These two companies also temporarily closed 25% and 16% of 
their global hotel properties respectively as a result of the impact of COVID-19.6  
 
Stable Extended Stay Segment Performance During First Few Months  
 The mid-economy extended stay market of the hotel industry found itself in a very unique 
position when the pandemic erupted in the United States. The business model already perfectly aligned 
with the needs of those who were traveling during this time and did not need further adjustments. At each 
Extended Stay America property there are full kitchens and high-speed wireless internet in every one of 
the hotel suites. Most locations are also near highways and are in suburban areas ideal for drive-to 
markets. As a result, this hotel brand instinctively became an appealing option for those who either still 
                                               
1 Johns Hopkins University & Medicine, “COVID-19 Map,” Johns Hopkins University & Medicine, 
August 19, 2020, accessed August 19, 2020, https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html 
2 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “Cases in the U.S.,” Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, August 19, 2020, accessed August 19, 2020, https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-
ncov/cases-updates/cases-in-us.html 
3 Sean O’Neill, Skift, “Extended Stay America's Model Withstands the Pandemic's Impact Better Than 
Most Hotels,” Skift, May 7, 2020, accessed August 11, 2020, https://skift.com/2020/05/07/extended-stay-
americas-model-withstands-the-pandemics-impact-better-most-hotels/. 
4 Peter Romeo, “Marriott Warns of ‘Significant’ Further Cutbacks,” Restaurant Business, May 27, 2020, 
accessed August 30, 2020, https://www.restaurantbusinessonline.com/workforce/marriott-warns-
significant-further-cutbacks 
5 Cameron Sperance, “Hilton Cuts Nearly a Quarter of its Corporate Workforce: Will It Regret the Deep 
Layoffs?,” Skift, June 17, 2020, accessed August 30, 2020, https://skift.com/2020/06/17/hilton-cuts-
nearly-a-quarter-of-its-corporate-workforce-will-it-regret-the-deep-layoffs/ 
6 Rasha Ali, “Hilton Closes 1,000 Hotels, Experiences 56% Decline in Revenue Per Room Resulting from 






had to travel for business, or those who were looking for a temporary place to live. Hotel guests were 
consultants, health care workers, traveling nurses, construction or government workers and people who 
may have needed to travel for work, relocate, or were displaced from their homes for various reasons.  
According to Kevin Henry, the Chief Human Resources Officer for Extended Stay America, the 
guests who typically stayed at their hotels were very “self-sufficient, value conscience and autonomous.”7 
This made the overall concept of a typical ESA hotel very appealing to this psychographic of guests since 
they could be in control of more aspects of their stay. Guests at ESA hotels were able to cook their own 
food and remain physically separated from other guests since they had space to live, work and sleep in 
their own rooms. By way of background, a typical ESA hotel has 120 or so guest rooms and is staffed by 
12-15 associates. As a result of the reduced staffing needs and this extended stay business model, ESA 
had less business overhead to consider. So, while many hotels were fighting their balance sheets, ESA 
was able to deliver acceptable financial outcomes at a lower occupancy percentage, than typical full-
service hotels.  
In April 2020, the average occupancy across ESA hotels was 61% and the company had more 
hotels with an average occupancy above 80% than they did lower than 50%.8 When compared to the STR 
data from April 2020 that stated that the average occupancy for the U.S. hotel industry was only 24.5%, 
ESA over performed by a considerable margin.9 However, this only provided a partial look at the overall 
picture of its success. When analyzing Revenue Per Available Room (RevPAR) data for the first three 
months of 2020, ESA was able to achieve a RevPAR of $43.98, which is only a decrease of 5.8% when 
compared to the same period for the previous year. This metric contributed to a promising first quarter as 
the company reported a total revenue of $266.3 million and a total net income of $7.8 million.10 While 
these numbers were an overall decrease from the company's 2019 first quarter performance, ESA CEO 
Bruce Haase was still pleased with the results. In the company's reporting of their financials, Haase said, 
“I am proud of our company’s performance during this period of pandemic and economic uncertainty.”11  
A portion of ESA’s success could be attributed to the quick change of approach in the company’s 
selling strategy. With the evaporation of business and leisure travel, ESA decided to focus priorities on 
increasing the percentage of their business that was not transient. The sales, revenue and operations teams 
were tasked with “identifying, securing and retaining longer stay business,” according to Henry.12 This 
approach was echoed by Haase who said that early on they aligned their field operations around a single 
goal: “find new sources of extended stay demand and bring those customers to our hotels.” As a result of 
this new approach, ESA was able to shift the portion of shorter transient business from one-third of their 
room revenue pre-pandemic to one-fifth of their room revenue over the second quarter.13  
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ESA Associates Remain Working; Incentives to Support Morale 
 At the emergence of the pandemic in early March 2020, ESA had an additional hurdle to 
overcome - an executive team constituted by a majority of individuals who were either new to the 
company or new to their role. For example, Haase while previously serving as an ESA Board Member, 
had only been with the company as CEO since November 2019. These new executives were then left with 
the enormous task of leading their company through a crisis, all while still determining how best to work 
as a team. Kevin Henry indicated that this apparent drawback actually helped them achieve the success 
they experienced early on in the pandemic. As Henry described, the typical approach for a new team is to 
go “from forming, to norming, to storming and then ultimately to performing.” However, since the 
pandemic erupted as this team was beginning to gel, it forced them to go “straight to performing.” “The 
singular focus that the pandemic brought to the business actually helped the team come together more 
quickly and focus on the things that mattered most,” said Henry. “We weren’t debating priorities, we 
weren’t debating agendas, we weren’t debating how we should strategically focus the company. It was 
abundantly clear to us that we had to really focus on the elements that were going to allow the company to 
be as successful as possible, while enabling us as leaders to support our associates as best we could in 
these unprecedented and challenging times.”14 
 One of the first steps that the company took was the transition of all its corporate staff, referred to 
as the Hotel Support Center, to remote working. By allowing the corporate team to work from home 
while supporting the business strategy and daily hotel operations, ESA avoided the common furloughs of 
competitors. ESA was able to support the continued work of this group mostly because hotels were still 
operating and open. As a result, these individuals had plenty of work to do and the company wanted to 
make certain they were still prioritizing efforts to recognize and reward both their corporate office and 
property level staff. Any staff reductions which occurred on the property level were simply on par with 
the normal ebb and flow of the seasonality of the business and in response to reduced occupancy in some 
markets. “We did not reduce staffing levels any lower than the amount we would normally during typical 
periods of slow demand,” adds Henry.   
Reward and recognition were enabled via various traditional and creative ways. For example, 
over the summer as part of a virtual town hall meeting with all Hotel Support Center associates, ESA’s 
CEO sent an email to all associates with a DoorDash promotional code for a free lunch at a restaurant or 
establishment of their choosing. Additionally, ESA’s human resources team recently partnered with 
Staples to provide its associates who are still working remotely from home with varying bundles of office 
supplies and furniture to select and improve the comfort and efficiency of their work-from-home setup. In 
executing this program, Henry wasn’t driven by the need for a specific financial return on investment 
associated with the Staples offer. He wanted to make sure that the staff knew they were “always thought 
of and taken care of  - and though they were out of sight, they were not out of mind.”15 
 With the change in approach to sales, also came a new incentive plan. The reward and bonus 
structure for the associates, who were responsible for selling the hotels and increasing and retaining 
business, shifted from quarterly to monthly. With this shift, teams would be earning bonuses more 
frequently for the work they were doing. This helped the company as a whole transition to the longer stay 
business mix that helped them “maintain relatively healthy overall occupancy percentage levels,” 
according to Haase.16 Front line workers were also properly compensated as the company still made sure 
to provide them this summer with their annual rate increases. In fact, the only people in the organization 
who had their pay reduced as a result of the pandemic was the senior leadership team. Henry explained 
that each member of the executive team voluntarily agreed to a pay reduction in their base salaries in 
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order to assist with managing the crisis. Those monies were immediately donated to their associate We 
Care Fund, which provides resources for associates who are experiencing financial challenges.  
 
Internal App for Company-Wide Engagement 
 One crucial element to the company’s success in associate engagement and communication was 
their internal application, myESA. This application created in 2017 quickly became a useful tool for a 
physically distant world. The application gave the company a platform to share successes, reward and 
recognize individuals, communicate messages and maintain employee engagement, regardless of where 
everyone was located. Associates could also use the app as a way to provide feedback to the company. 
Henry described events like virtual scavenger hunts hosted on the application which promoted 
engagement between the associates, and also encouraged mental health breaks as individuals adjusted to 
working from home. Additionally, the app was utilized to promote the company’s Hometown Hero 
Program, which was a way for the team to share stories of heroism that were occurring on the property 
level. These heroes were primarily front-line associates; they were also rewarded for their actions with 
equity in the company - that vested immediately.17 Henry explained that this type of reward had never 
been offered previously, but ESA wanted to make sure they were “putting their money where their 
mouths were” when looking for ways to recognize employees and stay aligned with company values.18 
  
Cleanliness and Consciousness  
 In addition to the variety of human resource-focused incentives, the team at ESA also 
implemented crucial operational changes early on during the pandemic. The immediate goal was to 
ensure that hotel operations across the nation were as safe and effective as possible, for both the 
employees and the guests. ESA was able to procure personal protective equipment (PPE) for employees. 
Face coverings were distributed to front-line workers and hotels installed plexiglass shields to provide 
even more protection. The complimentary grab-and-go breakfast option, traditionally available at all ESA 
hotels, was suspended, and pools, gyms and laundry facilities were temporarily closed, all to limit 
interactions between guests and associates. These decisions were immediately implemented, and then 
followed by the launch of the STAY Confident initiative.  
 STAY Confident was ESA’s approach to tackling the cleanliness concern at hotels amidst this 
pandemic. The program was not only meant to put guests at ease, but also motivated associates to be 
“energized and enthusiastic about the revisions in the cleaning procedures and products.”19 With the 
program, ESA leveraged its partnership with P&G Professional to “clean, disinfect and protect” all of 
their hotels.20 The program was implemented in a three-pronged approach: STAY Safe, STAY Healthy 
and STAY Comfortable. STAY Safe referred to ESA’s commitment to practice social distancing and 
provide proper PPE to associates. STAY Healthy was intended to reinforce the company’s dedication to 
expanding cleaning procedures, offering contactless options for linen delivery and check-in, as well as 
making sure a manager inspected each and every room prior to releasing it to a guest. This manager 
evaluation was the last point in the new 10-Point Room Cleaning process that had been implemented to 
ensure guests knew exactly how their rooms were sanitized. The cleaning process highlighted each major 
area of the guest suites at ESA properties and explained how they were going to be cleaned, what was 
going to be used for cleaning, and the sequence of the cleaning process. 
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             Finally, the STAY Comfortable component of STAY Confident encompassed more of the 
traditional hospitality aspects of a hotel stay by highlighting room features and services that the hotel 
provided to its guests.21 Since ESA was one of the first hotel companies to establish enhanced cleaning 
protocols such as this, and has maintained operations through the pandemic, the brand was able to refine 
and perfect the process in a way that gave them a “leg up on hotels that had to close and were just 
beginning to reopen,” said Henry.22 For Haase, STAY Confident is ESA’s “way of increasing our 
commitment to provide a stay that is healthy, safe and comfortable.”23 
 While overall cleanliness and limiting the spread of COVID-19 were certainly top of the list for 
everyone during the first few months of 2020, it was not the only cause to which ESA was devoted. The 
Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement, which was originally founded in 2013 in response to the acquittal 
of Trayvone Martin’s murderer, also became a focus of attention for the leadership team and the brand.24  
According to The Black Lives Matter website, their mission is to “eradicate white supremacy and build 
local power to intervene in violence inflicted on Black communities by the state and vigilantes.”25 
Although the movement had been in existence for several years, the New York Times reported that 
“there’s been a big shift in public opinion about the movement as well as broader support for recent 
protests.”26 With this new-found momentum, there have been more than 4,700 demonstrations since 
protests first began in Minneapolis, Minnesota on May 26, 2020 following the death of George Floyd by a 
Minneapolis police officer. Retaining connections with the concerns of a majority of Americans was an 
additional opportunity for ESA to demonstrate its commitment to their communities, associates and 
guests. 
 In keeping with the theme of prioritizing employees and demonstrating executive team 
appreciation, Bruce Haase and Kevin Henry knew that ESA had to act in response to the renewed BLM 
movement. Henry was sure to note that the company was very thoughtful in how they were going to 
respond and emphasized that what they were not doing was equally as important. Henry mentioned that 
the “first thing that [they were] not doing [was] being overly gratuitous in [their] words and external 
expressions that [they were] communicating to constituents.” He wanted to make sure they were 
intentional and putting “actions behind [their] words.”27 Haase, Henry and the others on the ESA 
executive team wanted to make sure that they were using their platform for the greater good; they wanted 
to do something that would have an actual impact on the individuals who work for them, stay with them, 
and live in their communities. This led to the creation of STAY Counted  --  ESA’s program that 
promoted and encouraged voting in the November 2020 Presidential Election.  
 STAY Counted was implemented by turning over 550 of ESA’s hotels across the country into 
virtual voter registration centers. ESA opted to focus on voter registration to help empower individuals all 
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over the country to exercise their right to vote and “empower people to have a voice.”28 This program 
allowed ESA hotel guests, who may have been away from their homes for an extended period of time, to 
have access to additional voting information and assistance. ESA did not desire promoting a certain party 
or candidate, but rather wanted to provide guests and associates with the access and information needed in 
order to vote confidently and safely in the upcoming election. As ESA CEO Haase told Forbes, “we’re 
here to help people have their voices heard. I don’t think that’s partisan. I think it’s American.”29 
Additionally, ESA is also providing their approximately 8,000 associates across the country with paid 
time off on November 3, 2020 to vote.  
  
Looking Ahead: What’s in Store for ESA  
During the second quarter of 2020, ESA had been able to maintain a 70% average occupancy 
across their entire portfolio. According to Anne R. Lloyd-Jones, MAI, CRE, Senior Managing Director 
and Director of Consulting and Valuations at global hospitality consultancy HVS, “As a whole, these 
hotels [extended stay properties] are achieving market-leading occupancy levels, and their average rates, 
while lower than in prior years, typically reflect a smaller decline when compared to the market as a 
whole.”30 Making them, according to Haase, the company with “the highest occupancies of any publicly 
reporting brand in the United States.”31 This allowed ESA to generate approximately $2 million in profit 
for the month of June, according to Chief Financial Officer Brian Nicholson. Nicholson also shared with 
hospitality publication Skift that the “worst of the financial impact of the pandemic was already behind 
them.”32 This ESA performance had caught the attention of some notable real estate investment groups 
such as Starwood Property Trust and Blackstone Group. The former bought an approximately 9% stake in 
Extended Stay America earlier in 2020 through its Starwood Capital investment firm and the latter, which 
is the largest owner of real estate in the world, bought an approximately 5% stake in the company in 
March.33 34 Additionally, unlike many major hotel companies who are focused on cutting costs and 
reducing overhead expenses, ESA had their eyes on the future. The ESA brand website listed a dozen 
hotels that either just opened or are due to open in 2020, with an additional 69 hotels in their pipeline 
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according to Haase.35 36 Based on the initial success in navigating through COVID-19, ESA clearly had 




1. Regardless of current financial situations or challenges, how important is it for companies to prioritize 
the well-being / wellness of their employees? In times of crisis? 
2. If you were an employee of Extended Stay America either on property or in the Hotel Support Center, 
how would your attitude toward work and your desire to perform change as a result of the measures 
taken? Would they change at all? Why or why not? 
3. Do you think other major hotel companies could have witnessed similar success in at least some of 
their brands? For example, could Marriott or Hilton have pivoted to a similar approach with their 
extended stay brands and gained similar HR success?  
4. How important is a company’s response to current cultural and social issues  - to its employees? In 
your opinion, has the level of importance changed over time?  
5. What does the future for Extended Stay America look like? How will its stake in the overall hotel 
business change as the world adjusts to post-pandemic life? Will other hotel companies have to adapt 
to follow suit with Extended Stay America or will more traditional hotel trends soon return? 
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